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The amount of personnel selection work to be done is therefore enormouls. And relatively little of it is being tackled bv reallv sound methods. In the circumstances, it is not surprising that people with Service personnel selection experience, acquired mainly during the recent war. have been thinking a great deal about the application of that experience to civil life. BIut it is surprising, I suggest, and even a little alarming, that some among them seem prepared to model their plans very closelv indeed on those adopted bv the Services, and to advocate schemes which would involve a vast amotint of centralized, or at least regionalized, personnel selection.
I want to propose a substitute for these schemes. Let me start off with three facts: First, vital though personnel selection often seems to those of uis wvho are engaged upon it, it is not widelv regarded as a particularly important activity. In an ordinarv industrial or commercial undertaking, personnel selection is onlv one function of several carried out by the personnel departmen-t; and the personnel department itself is not always "on the top line". The Chief Inspector of Factories, in his Report for 1943, gave the results of an analvsis of the position occupied by the heads of personnel departments in factories. In 30e(, the senior officer was fouLnd to be responsible to the managing director; in 210.'. to another director: in 460< to the works manager; and in 3o% to the works engineer or the secretarv of the company. Thus, in about half the factories the head of the personnel department had no uninterrupted approach to the board room.
Secondly, the great majority of employing organizations in this cotuntry are very small. About 900/(' of them emplov fewer than 250 people. For most of them, therefore. personnel selection is an occasional affair. But it is one which thev tend to regard as very much their own concern. M\avbe times will change, but it is worth remarking that at present mv point holds good of quite large organizations, because most of them allow a high degree of auitonomv to their constituent companies and do not usuallv centralize their personnel selection work, except when thev are handling the appointment of senior executives.
Thirdly, for certain large groups of workers, mainlv of the machine-operator kind, comprising about a quarter of the gainfully employed, personnel selection is becoming decreasinglv important. Considerable attention is being devoted nowadays, bv industrial psychologists and others, to what is sometimes called "work-simplification", through improvements in the design and lay-out of equipment, in methods of work, and in methods of training for work. All this is tending to make more and more employments fall within the competence of a larger and larger proportion of the working population.
I have mentioned these three facts, because they must be taken into account, if our discussion of civilian personnel selection problems is to be realistic. We must recognize that, although the field is enormous, it is not generallv held to be of first-rate importance; it is split up into little pieces which cannot easily be made into one large piece, or even into several fairly large pieces: and parts of it are decreasing in significance.
But, it mav be asked, isn't this a strangelv pessimistic argument? XVhy shouldn't the Ministrv of, Labour and National Service use its now iooverfild position to urge the importance of personnel selection, and whv shouldn't it decide to offer a personnel selection service to emplovers? I hope the Ministry will urge. constantly, the importance of personnel selection: hut, both as an industrial psvchologist and as a private citizen. I hope it will resist the coaxing of those who want it to undertake personnel selection duties on behalf of emplovers. As an industrial nsychologist, I doubt whether the Ministrv could be expected to compete with the task, unless it possessed a large armv of snecially trained technicians. As a private citizen, I think that anv such arrangement would rightly be regarded as tundesirable. Certainlv, the job of making it compatible with the doctrine of "freedom of choice of employment" would be a trickv one.
It may be suggested, however, that the rejection of a centralized or regionalized industrial personnel selection scheme would throw on to employers too much responsibility for seeing that misfits were avoided. I doubt whether it would. It seems to me that the real solution of this problem lies in the development, by the Ministry of Labour and National Service, aided by the Ministrv of Education, of a first-rate vocationzal 'uidance system. Personnel selection is in practice an employer's approach to the "roundpeg" problem. In vocational guidance we have the approach of the private person, who comes along not as a candidate for a particular vacancv but as an individual seeking advice. If the Ministry of Labour were able to strengthen still further its present vocational guidance schemes for young people and adults, and to ensure that employers were only rarely faced with really unsuitable candidates, whose unsuitability they found it hard to detect, industry's personnel selection problem would be much nearer solution. Broadly, then, I would say: Let us press for the development of official vocational guidance rather than for the development of official personnel selection. (There must, of course, be official personnel selection for Government jobs.)
To all this, however, I must add three comments: First, the successful working of any such plan would involve the Ministry of Labour in the arrangement of thorough training courses for carefully selected advisory officers, and in the arrangement of a scheme whereby these advisorv officers were able to keep in frcqtlent and regular touch with each other and with the people who had trained them. I realize that this is more easily proposed than put into practice, partly because it raises difficult questionsdifficult from the point of view of the Treasury-about the extent to which civil servants in certain classes should be permitted to become specialists; but I cannot see any other way of tackling the problem. Personally, as I indicated to the Hankey Committee on Higher Appointments two years ago, I would like the Ministry to set up centrally a model Appointments Office, Local Office and Juvenile Employment Office, which would serve as a composite training unit for its interviewing staff. This utnit, which would train people "on the job", might have the assistance of both psychiatrists and industrial psychologists, and of any others-for example, economists-whose help might be useful.
Provided there were available a really good system of post-training supervision, the training course itself need not last more than three months. I am not hopeful of anything satisfactory being done under that time. Before the war, new members of the vocational guidance staff of the National Institute of Industrial Psychologv were not generallv permitted to send out reports on their own responsibility until thev had stnent about a vear there. I must admit, however, that we were dealing almost exclusively with the vocational guidance problems of young people of what might be called Appointments Office level; that is, they were mostly the moderately able sons and daughters of the relatively well-to-do. I must admit, too. that we were trying to produce written reports which would, to a sufficient extent, stand up to the criticism not onlv of our victims but also, sometimes, of their parents, headmasters, family solicitors and family doctors. and occasionally of psychiatrists and Ministry of Labour officials. All this made us rather careful, and it is probable that with more thorough organization and less concern for the views of our many potential critics we could have cut down that basic training period.
But of one thing I am quite certain, and that is that the art of vocational guidance cannot be taught in short courses which consist of lectures with no-or hardly any practical work. Possibly such courses have some use as a sort of "first aid" arrangement, but that is scarcely what is needed. I emphasize this point, because on a number of occasions during the past few years I have had to meet, in some way, requests for lectures and discussions from people who are quite certain that industrial psychologists (and psychiatrists, too) can give all the instruction they need to give through one or two lectures.
And now for my second comment on the development of the Ministry's vocational guidance service. It is evident from pre-war vocational guidance experience, and from wartime personnel selection experience, that a considerable measure of sound selfguidance and self-selection can be stimulated bv the provision of relevant information about occupations. When the Royal Navy's present personnel selection scheme was instituted, in the summer of 1941, a cue was taken from the vocational guidance work of the NIIP, and stress was laid on the desirability of providing candidates with an "information service" about naval employments. At the Combined Recruiting Centre stage, a simple descriptive leaflet was made available to them before they had their interview with the Naval Recruiter. (In fact, through the co-operation of the Ministry of Labour it was sent out some days in advance to all men and youths, called up under the Armed Forces Act, who had at the time of their registration expressed a preference for the Navv.) In the Entry Establishments, where the further allocation of recruits was carriedl out. information abouit the jobs available was purveyed bv means of informal lectures, by posters and photographs, and occasionally by films and displays of equipment. In these ways new entries to the Service were given some appreciation of the duties involved in the various branches, and of the qualitications required for entry to them and progress in them. The self-selection thereby introduced contributed quite substantially, 1 am sure, to the success of the whole personnel selection scheme.
My third comment must be on the importance of a point of economics. We have all been made aware of the necessity for an enormous increas,e in our export trade. But the working population is shrinking, not only because the effects of the fallen birthrate are coming upon us but also because the 1944 Education Act will-over a period of a few years-result in the delayed entry of hundreds of thousands of young people to the labour market. It will no doubt be difficult for us to escape "direction" of some sort. Presumably we shall seek to have our peacetime direction done for the most part by economic rather than legal sanctions; that is, by the manipulation of wages rather than by telling people exactly where they must go and what they must do. 1 suggest that a planned wage structure for the whole of industry, aided by a sound vocational guidance scheme, for adults as well as juveniles, and supported by a really good, well-balanced 'information service" about the employments available, might gain for us most of the advantages ot a less palatable system. But, obviously, even with the best vocational guidance scheme imaginable, there will still be a need for personnel selection by employers. How should this be done? So far as the bulk of the personnel selection work is concerned, the answer is, I suggest, fairly clear. It should be carried out by suitable members of a firm's personnel department who have received appropriate training in interviewing, in record-keeping (a very important matter) and in the use of any selection tests which may be judged suitable. The experience of the NIIP suggests that this training can most economically be given in short courses of lecture-discussions and demonstrations, organized for groups of people at some central place, followed by individual practical work on the home-ground of each of the firms represented. This arrangement for the practical work is very desirable, in order that at least one of the lecturers might have an opportunity of acquainting himself with the particular nature of the firm's selection problems. It is desirable, too, that this same lecturer should be able to continue his tuition through occasional visits, and that he should be in a position to provide his students with good notes. (And among these I personally would include, until something more appropriate becomes available, a copy of a booklet which is now part of the equipment of Personnel Selection Officers in the Royal Navy. It is called An Employee Evaluation Manual for Interviewers, and it is published by the Psychological Corporation of New York.)
Let us take up separately the problem of selecting personnel for senior appointments or for some form of advanced training. To what extent can we expect industry to adopt methods similar to those thrashed out during the past four years by the War Office Selection Boards? The Civil Service Commissioners have set the pace. It is true that they have departed from orthodoxy, as the Admiralty did before them, by employing industrial psychologists in place of psychiatrists plus educational psychologists; but their pattern is the same. Is industry iikely to follow their example? My guess is based on limited knowledge, but it is that progress in this direction will be slow. I know that some employers believe, rightly or wrongly, that the institution of a WOSB scheme for selecting candidates for their higher appointments would frighten off some very suitable ones. There is, I suspect, more chanlce of WOSB methods being used in selection for the professions, and I imagine that those who have been concerned with WOSB research and training will have explored fairly thoroughly the prospect of tackling the medical and teaching professions particularly. They are, presumably, the ones which should be most responsive. But it is rather saddening to reflect that, although the teaching profession is faced with a problem not unlike that faced by the Service departments in regard to officer-selection, nothing appears to have happened yet. This can scarcely be due altogether to anxiety about numbers, which might lead to a fear on the part of the authorities that they will have to take practically everyone who applies, because it has been made known that the present rejection rate from the ordinary boards is about 50%. The only professional group which seems to show signs of progressiveness in this matter consists of the clergy. The Anglican Church, both at home and abroad, has at least adopted the plan of having a well-organized selection "conference", lasting a few days, at which candidates for ordination are put on trial.
In the selection of executives for industry, there is much to be said for the method developed in pre-war years by the NIIP, whereby a firm's usual selection procedurethe completion of an application form, followed by one or two interviews-was tidied up and supplemented by testing and interviewing carried out by one or two members of the National Institute's staff. I have described and discussed this in another paper, and I will not trouble you with the details, but I want to say that it appeared to work to the satisfaction of the firms concerned. It was a one-day procedure. A group of eight or nine short-listed candidates presented themselves at the National Institute's headquarters.
They were givena short explanation of the procedure and were then-as a group-put through appropriate written tests. These, and the completion of a biographical questionnaire, took up most of the morning. After an early lunch, they were interviewed, usually by two members of the NIIP staff sitting separately. The interviews normally lasted from twenty to twenty-five minutes each. By tea-time the interviewers had finished their interviews and were able to sit down to a discussion of the ielative merits of the candidates and to the preparation of a short written report. This report was offered to the firm as the technical advice of an independent assessor. The final decisions were made by the firm after consideration of the report. Sometimes a representative of the National Institute was present when the company's decisions were made; more often he was not.
A good deal of work along similar lines has been done for the Royal Navy and the Royal Indian Navy in the field of officer-selection, for the Admiralty's modification of WOSB techniques has been applied only to certain large groups of officer-candidates. A penetrating discussion of it has been provided bv my former colleague, Dr. N. A. B. Wilson, in a paper recently published by the NIIP. It is called "Interviewing Candidates for Technical Appointments or Training". At this point I want to make a short comment on the relationship between psychiatrists and industrial psychologists in regard to work of this kind. For a number of reasons, including the hard fact that both psvchiatrists and industrial psychologists are scarce and must almost inevitably handle a wide variety of problems, I believe that attempts to define very clearly the responsibilities of both in the personnel selection field are at present likely to be unprofitable. What is now greatly needed in the civilian sphere is the sort of intermingling which has taken place on the War Office Selection Boards, and I am quite sure that the NIIP will do its utmost to foster co-operation, not only between psychiatrists and industrial psychologists, but between both of them and other scientific workers. Before the war we had, at the National Institute, a loose but effective liaison with the Tavistock Clinic in our consulting work, and one survey of our records showed that one in every ten of those who sought vocational guidance had been advised to see a psychiatrist before making a definite choice of occupation. (The proportion among the adult applicants was a little higher, because-as one would expectthis group included a larger proportion with schizoid tendencies.) I would like to see that link strengthened appreciablv by the participation of psychiatrists in the National Institute's teaching work and in its investigations in industrial organizations.
SUMMARY
First, there is clearly a great deal of personnel selection work to be done, and for several reasons it would be absurd to suggest that psychiatrists and industrial psvchologists should have a direct hand in all of it. I suggest that their main function should be to help in the technical training and supervision of the non-technicians who will assuredly continue to do most of it; and of course to give assistance in the necessary research work.
Secondly, there is, in my judgment, a part to be played by both psychiatrists and industrial psychologists in the actual selection of certain groups of people, particularly for the professions and senior appointments in industry. We should not yet attempt to define very rigidly their special responsibilities; but they should both stand in a technical-advisory relationship to the employers who consult them Thirdly, I. think it would be very unfortunate if the Ministry of Labour, or any other central organization, were persuaded to provide a personnel selection service for employers. I believe that the Ministry should aim at easing industry's personnel selection problem by the further improvement of its vocational guidance arrangements. Most of the advantages of a centralized personnel selection system might be gained by the building-up of a really good vocational guidance scheme for both young people and adults, provided that there was available also a first-rate "information service" about occupations, and provided also that we were able to work steadily and not too slowlytowards a planned wage structure for the whole of industry. In any case, personnel selection is bound to be a negative process for those who are rejected; from the individual's point of view, vocational guidance offers a positive approach to the problem.
Fourthly, and lastly, in this vocational guidance field, as in the field of personnel selection, there is a need for both psychiatrists and industrial psychologists, not only to give assistance in the training of the vocational guidance staffs of the Ministry of Labour and certain Local Education Authorities, but also to take part in research. And, of course, if we are to make technical progress, psychiatrists and industrial psychologists must have opportunities, either official or private. for giving vocational guidance thems-elves.
